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Foreword 


Human beings once lived in harmony with nature. 
They realised that prakrti was essential for their 
existence and, to protect the wonderful gifts of the 
Supreme Being, they imbued it with sanctity. Thus all 
of the natural world was sacred: the land was Goddess 
Bhūmi Devi herself; forests and gardens, plants, rivers 
and waterbodies, mountains, animals, seeds and pre- 
cincts were all deemed to be sacred. The Vedas are a 
paean to nature, and each deity represents a divine aspect 
of the elements: Indra the rain, Varuna the waters, Agni 
the fire, Vayu the wind and so on. In time they were 
celebrated as the pancabhitta or the five great elements 
that are the basis of all cosmic creation. Hindu 
civilisation gave more importance to nature than any 
other ancient civilisation. 


The Hindu tradition gave the greatest respect to 
nature and natural resources. Before and after every 
ritual the shanti mantra is chanted, praying for peace to 
the elements. Before any construction, the earth is 
invoked for her blessings. By deeming the wind and 
waters sacred, pollution was avoided. Animals were 
revered either as deities, friends of deities or as vehicles 
of the Gods. The mountains were the abodes of the Gods 
and therefore had to be protected. And so on. No part 
of nature could be desecrated. 


Dr. V. Nithyanantha Bhat, Hon. Director of 
Sukrtindra Oriental Research Institute, has produced a 
remarkably well-written book with a collection of 
sayings from various Sanskrit texts, and has expounded 
on them to write this important tome on the Ecological 
Awareness in the Vedas and Its Relevance Today. He 
starts with the ecological problems faced by the world 
today with special reference to Hinduism. Thereafter, he 
goes on to discuss ecological awareness in the Vedas and 
ends with the relevance of Vedic environmental ethics. 


Today the climate is in a state of crisis. Glaciers 
are receding, spring comes early in the Arctic Ocean, 
forcing Polar bears to awaken early, but unable to find 
prey for their survival. The melting glaciers are raising 
the water levels of the oceans and seas. Several islands 
in the Sunderbans have gone under water. With over 
7,500 kilometres of coastline, India is under the threat 
of losing land adjoining the seashore. Meanwhile, 
unbridled development projects, such as dams along the 
Ganga in the Himalayas and roadways through 
biodiversity hotspots, national parks and reserved forests 
have threatened the survival of wildlife and natural 
resources. 


It was to prevent these disasters that ancient Indians 
sanctified nature. These traditions live on in our sacred 
groves, sthalavrksas, nandavanam, reverence for animals 


and so on. The roots of these traditions are found in 
Vedic literature, as delineated by Dr. Nithyanantha Bhat. 
If we could remember and respect them, nature will 
protect the land and people forever. This book will 
contribute to the growing literature on the respect for 
nature in Hindu traditions. 


Dr. Nanditha Krishna 
President 
C. P. Ramaswami Aiyar Foundation 
Hon. Director 
C.P.R. Environmental Education Centre 
25-02-2021 Chennai 


Preface 


I am happy to present this work titled Ecological 
Awareness in the Vedas and Its Relevance Today 
prepared by me. It has always been my wish to write 
on this subject which is of contemporary importance. 
And my wish has been realised now. This short book 
contains an introductory chapter which deals briefly 
with the Ecological problems faced by the world today 
and the relationship between Religion and Ecology, with 
special reference to Hinduism, followed by two other 
chapters which deal with the Ecological awareness in 
the Vedas, and Relevance of the Vedic Environmental 
ethics in today's world, respectively. 


In preparing this book I have consulted the works 
of several thinkers and writers who have expressed their 
conviction that the Environmental ethics of Hindu 
religion, especially the Ecological awareness reflected in 
the Vedas, can play a major role in resolving the 
ecological/environmental problems faced by the man- 
kind today. I am indebted to all of them whose names 
are duly mentioned in the Text. I express my gratitude 
to Dr. K.L. Kashyap, Director, SAKSHI TRUST, 
Bangalore, for having permitted me to use his 
translations of the Vedic hymns from his works on Vedic 
Samhitas. I am thankful to Dr. G. Chandrasekhara 
Prabhu for having checked and corrected the Vedic 
Hymns quoted by me in the book. 


I am immensely grateful to Dr. Nanditha Krishna, 
well-known historian, environmentalist and author, 
President of C.P. Ramaswami Aiyar Foundation and 
Hon. Director of C.P.R. Environmental Education 
Centre, Chennai, for having written an inspiring 
Foreword to my book. 


I hope this humble work of mine will be received 
well by the readers. 


With pranams to all, 


Dr. V. Nithyanantha Bhat 
Hon. Director 
Kochi-32 Sukrtindra Oriental Research Institute 
01-03-2021 Kochi - 682 032 
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CHAPTER - I 


Introduction 


(Ecological Problems Faced by the World Today, 
Religion and Ecology, with Special Reference to 
Hinduism) 


"Ecology and spirituality are fundamentally 
connected, because deep ecological awareness, 
ultimately, is spiritual awareness." 


— Fritjof Capra 


Significance 


Today ecological / environmental problems have 
attained tremendous proportions threatening the very 
existence of human race on this planet. Hence ecological 
awareness is essential for the survival of humanity. The 
ecological balance is dwindling day by day and the 
surroundings in which we live are getting polluted with 
the passage of time. The major dimensions of the 
environmental problems are Biodiversity, which is the 
most complex and vital feature of our planet; Water 
pollution, a huge concern for human beings and our 
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environment; Deforestation (we need plants and trees for 
our survival); Pollution and Climate Change. 


The present global environmental change can be 
mainly attributed to human interferences with the Earth's 
system. Human activity continues to intensify sharply 
and increase pressures on the Earth's resources. Climate 
change is one of the most prominent changes that 
humanity presently faces and which threaten the welfare 
of the human beings. The magnitude and gravity of the 
impact of the Global environmental change depend upon 
human responses at individual, social, national and 
international levels. "Environmental degradation" which 
is a result of excessive exploitation of the available 
natural resources is causing huge damage to human 
sensibility, man's harmonious relationship with nature. 
This attitude of man towards nature and natural 
environment has evolved because of man's utilitarian 
and exploiting outlook discrediting the intrinsic values 
that exist within nature and other living and non-living 
beings. This grave environmental crisis can be resolved 
only by maintaining the Ecological balance, an equilib- 
rium between living organisms such as human being, 
plants, and animals as well as their environment. 


It is a consoling factor that there is a universal 
awareness about environmental degradation. The United 
Nations Assembly, at its Stockholm Conference on 
Human Development in 1972, declared June 5 as the 
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World Environment Day. The observance of the Day 
aimed at the objectives such as : (1) giving a human 
face to environmental issues; (2) empowering people as 
active agents of sustainable and equitable development; 
(3) encouraging communities to change their attitudes 
towards environmental issues; and (4) advocating 
partnership for all nations to enjoy a safer future. 


Two major factors that contribute to the environ- 
mental crisis are—one, the belief that human beings are 
separate from and superior to nature, and two, man's 
indiscriminate exploitation of nature, unmindful of the 
consequences of his actions. Hence it is urgent that a 
harmonious relationship between human beings and the 
flora and the fauna is maintained. Eco-system has to be 
protected and preserved for the overall well-being of the 
mankind. Today, when the people throughout the world 
are concerned about the degradation of the environment 
and its disastrous consequences, traditional ethics of 
nature conservation should be looked upon as a source 
of inspiration and guidance for the future of the 
mankind. And it is not surprising that a dialogue between 
religion and ecology has come up as a new development 
in the general field of environmental studies. 


In his remarks about a book on Vedic Ecology, 
Fritjof Capra speaks about the need and sources of 
Ecological knowledge: "The ecological knowledge that 
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will be crucial to the survival of humanity in our new 
century is not only emerging from contemporary 
science, but is also an integral part of traditional wisdom 
in many cultures around the world." He speaks of the 
new paradigm which may be called "a holistic world 
view, seeing the world as an integrated whole rather than 
a dissociated collection of parts. It may also be called 
an ecological view, if the term "ecological" is used in 
much broader and deeper sense than usual. Deep 
ecological awareness recognizes the fundamental inter- 
dependence of all phenomena and the fact that, as 
individuals and societies we are all embedded in (and 
ultimately dependent upon) the cyclical process of 
nature." (Ranchor Prime, Vedic Ecology : Practical 
Wisdom for Surviving the 21” Century, Mandala 
Publishing, 2002. Web.) 


Tracing the development of the connections be- 
tween Religion and Ecology, Prof. Roger S. Gottlieb, 
an American Professor of Philosophy who is internation- 
ally known for his work on religious environmentalism 
and environmental ethics, observes: 


In the last two decades, the connections between 
religion and ecology have been manifest by 
explosive “growth in theological writings, scholar- 
ship, institutional commitment, and public action. 
Theologians from every religious tradition—along 
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with dozens of non-denominational spiritual writers 
—have confronted religions' attitudes toward nature 
and complicity in the environmental crisis. This 
confrontation has given rise to vital new theologies 
based on the recovery of marginalized elements of 
tradition, profound criticisms of the past, and new 
visions of God, the sacred, the earth, and human 
beings. Religious morality has expanded to include 
our relations to other species and ecosystems, and 
religious practice has come to include rituals to help 
us express our grief and remorse and also to 
celebrate what is left. Further, dialogues on how 
traditional religions viewed nature and how these 
views should be reinterpreted or altered in the light 
of the environmental crisis now join criticisms of 
economics, technology, energy policies, science, 
transportation, agriculture, taxation, and education." 
(Religion and Ecology—What Is the Connection and 
Why Does It Matter? Introduction: The Oxford 
Handbook of Religion and Ecology. From World 
Religions and Ecology : An Overview. Web.) 


The Western religions had until recently a general 
belief that nature was God's creation, and ultimately 
God's property; however, human beings had the full right 
to use that property to their own advantage. They 
believed that man had been given special privileges 
among all the inhabitants of the earth. In other religious 
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traditions for the most part saw the natural world as 
"peopled" by beings with whom it was necessary to 
cultivate mutually respectful relationships. Daoism 
viewed humans as an essential part of nature. Hinduism 
viewed the entire universe as God, and Buddhism 
recognized the magnificent interdependence of life. 
Since spirituality has been a key part of the environmen- 
tal movement from its inception to the present, it makes 
environmental politics particularly fertile ground for an 
alliance with religion. 


Prof. O. P. Dwivedi observes : "World religions, 
each in their own way, offer a unique set of moral values 
and rules to guide human beings in their relationship 
with the environment. Religions also provide sanctions 
and offer stiffer penalties, such as fear of hell, for those 
who do not treat God's creations with respect. Although 
it is true that in the recent past, religions have not been 
in the forefront of protecting the environment from 
human greed and exploitation, many are now willing to 
take up the challenge and help protect and conserve the 
environment. But their offer of help will remain purely 
thetorical unless secular institutions, national govern- 
ments, and international organisations are willing to 
acknowledge the role of religion in environmental study 
and education. And I believe that environmental 
education will remain incomplete until it includes 
cultural values and religious imperatives. ("Human 
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Responsibility and the Environment: A Hindu Perspec- 
tive," Journal of Hindu-Christian Studies: Vol. 6. 
January 1993.Web.) 


Tracing the background for the involvement of 
religions with the development of a more comprehensive 
worldview and ethics, for a movement toward 
sustainability, Mary Evelyn Tucker and John Grim, 
Founders and Directors of the Forum on Religion and 
Ecology at Yale University, write: 


Clearly religions need to be involved with the 
development of a more comprehensive worldview 
and ethics for a movement toward sustainability. 
Adequate environmental values need to be formu- 
lated and linked to areas of public policy. Scholars 
of religion as well as religious leaders can play a 
key role in the process. This alliance of scholars, 
religious leaders, and activists, is creating common 
ground for dialogue and creative partnership in 
envisioning and implementing long range, sustain- 
able solutions to some of our most pressing 
environmental problems. This is critical because the 
attitudes and values that shape people's concepts of 
nature come primarily from religious worldviews 
and ethical practices. The moral imperative and 
value systems of religions are indispensable in 
mobilizing the sensibilities of people toward 
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preserving the environment for future generations. 
_ . How to utilize the insights of the world's 
religions is a task of formidable urgency. Indeed, 
the formulation of a new ecological theology and 
environmental ethics is already emerging from 
within several of the world's religions. Clearly each 
of the world's religious traditions has something to 
contribute to these discussions. . . . It is, thus, with 
some encouragement that we note the growing call 
for the world's religions to participate in these 
changes toward a more sustainable planetary future. 
There have been various appeals from environmen- 
tal groups and from scientists and parliamentarians 
for religious leaders to respond to the environmental 
crisis. In addition, there has been a striking growth 
in monographs and journal articles in the area of 
religion and ecology. . . . The time is thus propitious 
for encouraging the contributions of particular 
religions to solving the ecological crisis, especially 
by developing a more comprehensive environmental 
ethics to ground movements focused on sustainability. 
. . . Clearly religions have a central role in the 
formulation of worldviews that orient us to the 
natural world and the articulation of ethics that 
guide human behavior. (Grim, John and Mary 
Evelyn Tucker, eds. 2014. Ecology and Religion. 
(Washington, DC: Island Press. Web.) 
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Hinduism 


India's religion Hinduism, considered to be the 
oldest religion of the world, has always been an 
environmentally sensitive philosophy. No religion, 
perhaps, lays as much emphasis on environmental ethics 
as Hinduism. The Mahabharata, the Ramayana, the 
Vedas, the Upanisads, the Bhagavad Gita, the Puranas 
and Smrti contain the earliest messages for preservation 
of environment and ecological balance. Hinduism 
teaches man to live in harmony with nature and to 
respect nature. The ancient Indian rsis always had a great 
respect for nature. The Bhagavad Gita advises us not 
to try to change the environment, improve it, or wrestle 
with it. Ecology is an inherent part of a spiritual world 
view in Hinduism. Thus Hindu philosophy has always 
had a humane and dignified view of the sacredness of 
all life. According to Dr. David Frawley, an American 
expert in Hinduism, "No religion, perchance, lays as 
much emphasis on environmental ethics as does 
Hinduism. It believes in ecological duties and says like 
Native Americans that this planet of Earth is our mother. 
. . . It has the firm faith that God's presence is there 
in all nature, in all creatures, and in every human being 
irrespective of their faith or lack of it." (Source: 
shodhganga.inflibnet.ac.in > jspui > bitstream1. Intro- 
duction Environment is of the primary necessity...) 
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Sri Aurobindo, one of the greatest thinkers of 
modern India, describes Hinduism as an eternal religion, 
sanatana dharma. He writes : 


The religious culture which now goes by the name 
of Hinduism . . . gave itself no name, because it 
set itself no sectarian limits; it claimed no universal 
adhesion, asserted no sole infallible dogma, set up 
no single narrow path or gate of salvation; it was 
less a creed or cult than a continuously enlarging 
tradition of the Godward endeavour of the human 
spirit. An immense many-sided and many staged 
provision for a spiritual self-building and self- 
finding, it had some right to speak of itself by the 
only name it knew, the eternal religion, sanatana 
dharma . . . (Qtd. in India's Rebirth, Mysore : MIRA 
ADITI, 2000, p.145) 


Elsewhere, Sri Aurobindo calls Sanatana Dharma, 
"a mighty law of life, a great principle of human 
evolution, a body of spiritual knowledge and experience 
of which India has always been destined to be guardian, 
exemplar and missionary. This is sanatana dharma" 
(Qtd. in India's Rebirth, p.51). According to him, "The 
average Hindu is right in his conception of religion as 
dharma, to live according to holy rule; but the holy rule 
is not a mass of fugitive and temporary customs, but 
this, to live for God in oneself and others and not for 
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oneself only, to make the whole life a sadhana the object 
of which is to realize the Divine in the world by work, 
love and knowledge." (Qtd. in India's Rebirth, p.70) 


In his article "Environment in Hindu Philosophy", 
Christopher Fici, Director, Hinduism and Ecology 
Society, (Associated with Oxford Centre for Hindu 
Studies), writes about the eternality and temporality of 
Hindu Dharmic Values: "Dharma represents an under- 
standing of duty that is temporal, which responds to 
time, place, and circumstance, as well as one that is 
based on eternal, timeless principles. The temporal and 
contextual understanding of dharma is fully harmonious 
when it is linked to the eternal understanding of dharma, 
which is known as Sanatana Dharma. As we face the 
ever-present specter of climate change, it becomes more 
urgent by the hour and the day that our everyday dharma 
as living beings on this planet be guided by the deeper, 
timeless understanding of Sanatana Dharma" (Hinduism 
and Honoring Creation April 16, 2015 Web.). 


Author and translator Ranchor Prime in his Vedic 
Ecology: Practical Wisdom for Surviving the 21” 
Century, explains what Sanatana Dharma means: 


If Hinduism can be given a legitimate name it is 
'‘Sanatana-Dharma' which is used by many Hindus 
today. Roughly translated, this means 'the eternal 
essence of life.' This essence is not limited to only 
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humans. It is the essential quality that unites all 
beings—human, animal, or plant—with the universe 
that surrounds them ultimately with the original — 
source of their existence, the Godhead. This 
perception of underlying unity is what causes 
Hindus to steadfastly refuse to separate their religion 
from their daily life, or to separate their own faith 
from the other great faith traditions of the world. 
To them all religions are part of the process of 
discovering the unity of God, humanity and nature. 
(Qtd. in Christopher Fici, "Environment in Hindu 
Philosophy," Web.) 


Reverence for all Life Forms 


Many of the primary principles of Hinduism are 
designed to instill in its followers an ethic that honours 
the Earth in which they live, that creates just relations 
with all living beings. The basis of Hindu Culture is 
Dharma or righteousness. The great Indian epic the 
Mahabharata explains: "Dharma exists for the general 
welfare (abhyudaya) of all living beings; hence by which 
the welfare of all living creatures is sustained, that for 
sure is Dharma. This epic which is acclaimed as the 
Code of Duties.of human beings, contains a discussion 
of this topic. On being asked by Yudhisthira to explain 
the meaning and scope of Dharma, Bhisma who had 
mastered the knowledge of Dharma replies thus: 
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tadrso ayam anuprasno yatra dharmah 
sudurlabhah \ 

duskarah pratisankhyatum tatkenatra vyavasyati \\ 
prabhavarthaya bhutanam dharmapravacanam 
krtam\ 

syat prabhavasamyuktah sa dharma iti niscayah \\ 


(‘Santi Parva’ 109.9.11) 


It is most difficult to define Dharma. Dharma has 
been explained to be that which helps the upliftment 
of living beings. Therefore, that which helps the 
welfare of living beings is surely Dharma. The 
learned rsis have declared that that which sustains 
is Dharma. 


The Mahabharata 8.49.50 further explains: 


dharanad dharma iti ahurdharmo dharayati 
prajah\ 

yah syad dharana-samyuktah sa dharma iti 
niscayah \\ 


Hence people conclude that dharma is based on the 
principle of sustenance, for dharma sustains living 
beings. Whatever may bring about the sustenance 
of living beings is therefore dharma; this must be 
the conclusion. 


Thus Dharma is meant for the welfare or the well- 
being of all living creatures. It is the Dharmic tradition 


24 Ecological Awareness in the Vedas and Its Relevance Todayg 
of the Hindus that has helped sustain our ecology for 
centuries. For Hindus, the environment is protected not 
because of the selfish urgency to save biodiversity and | 
hence save human future, but because it is the Dhārmic 
way of life and hence a righteous duty that all humans 
are obliged to perform. And ignorance of this Dhārmic 
way of life, has resulted in the abuse and the exploitation 
of the earth and its resources. 


Dharma is the law that maintains the cosmic order 
as well as the individual and social order. Dharma 
sustains human life in harmony with nature. When we 
follow dharma, we are in conformity with the law that 
sustains the universe. Hence dharma can be briefly 
defined as "that which contains or upholds the cosmos." 
Dharma is a Divine Principle that is inherent and 
invisible, but responsible for all existence. Dharma exists 
in all planes, in all aspects and at all levels of creation. 
In the context of human life, Dharma consists of all that 
an individual undertakes in harmony with the Divine 
expectations. and his own inner spiritual aspirations, 
actions that would ensure order and harmony within 
himself and in the environment in which he lives. 


Eminent Indian scholar and thinker, Dr Karan 
Singh, observes : "In the ancient spiritual traditions man 
was looked upon as part of nature, linked by indissoluble 
spiritual and psychological bonds with the elements 
around him. This is very much marked in the Hindu 
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tradition, probably the oldest living religious tradition 
in the world. The Vedas, those collections of hymns 
composed by great spiritual seers and thinkers which are 
the repository of Hindu wisdom, reflect the vibrance of 
an encompassing world-view which looks upon all 
objects in the universe, living or non-living, as being 
pervaded by the same spiritual power." Dr Karan Singh 
adds, "All creation, whether this tiny speck of cosmic 
dust that we call our world or the billions of galaxies 
that stretch endlessly into the chasms of time, is in the 
ultimate analysis a manifestation of the same divine 
power. Thus, despite the multitudinous manifestations of 
this space-time continuum, there is ultimately no 
dichotomy between the human and the divine." (Essays 
on Hinduism (New Delhi: Ratna Sagar, 1995.) Web.) 


A foreign scholar Abdulla Wassaf, a 14" century 
Persian historian, is said to have described the India 
experienced by him in glorious terms thus: "India is the 
most agreeable land on earth and most pleasant quarter 
of the world. Its dust is purer than air and air is purer 
than purity itself. Its delightful plains resemble the 
gardens of paradise, even the paradise itself is not 
comparable to it." (Qtd. in Dr. R.N. Aralikatti, 
"Ecological Awareness in Vedas and Puranas" Journal 
of Sukrtindra Oriental Research Institute, Vol. 8 No. 2). 
Dr. R.N. Aralikatti adds, "But what a contrasting and 
miserable situation that we find in India today! Ancient 
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people lived happily because they were fully aware of 
the intimate relation of man with nature and his 
surroundings, and hence they conserved and protected 
nature and maintained mutual harmony and balance." 


Hindu philosophy describes environment as a given 
entity which is transcendental in nature. It perceives that 
there is life in all kinds of things, it might be animate 
or inanimate material. There is greater emphasis on 
mutual dependence where living in isolation is not 
possible. Environment is perceived as a friendly abode. 
Indians believed that humans, gods and nature were 
integral parts of one organic whole. Ancient Indian 
writers, later on, personified each of the divine forces 
as a Devata or deity worthy of reverence and worship. 


Thus our ancient sages and seers emphasized the 
significance of ecological balance for the welfare of 
human beings. 'Need, rather than greed' was the guiding 
principle in the relationship of man with nature. Verse I 
of the [sa vasyopanisad says: 


igavasyamidam sarvam yatkiñca jagatyam jagat \ 
tena tyaktena bhuñjithah ma grdhah 
kasyasvitdhanam \\ 


Everything animate or inanimate that is within the 
universe is controlled and owned by the Lord. One 
should therefore accept only those things necessary 
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for oneself, which are set aside as his quota, and one 
should not accept other things, knowing well to 
whom they belong. 


The values pertaining to environment as reflected 
in the Vedanta, seen in the present context of the 
environmental degradation are contemporary in their 
relevance. But selfishness and greed of man have made 
him blind to these values. Unmindful of the environmen- 
tal ethics, man goes on exploiting nature. Unless man 
realizes the need for considering other creations of the 
universe as his equal and giving them their due respect 
and living in harmony with them, he will soon lead 
himself to great disaster. The following words of Albert 
Einstein, one of the greatest scientists of the modern 
world, is relevant here: "A human being is part of a 
whole, called by us the Universe, a part limited in time 
and space. He experiences himself, his thoughts and 
feelings, as something separated from the rest, a kind 
of optical delusion of his consciousness. This delusion 
is a kind of prison for us, restricting us to our personal 
desires and to affection for a few persons nearest to us. 
Our task must be to free ourselves from this prison by 
widening our circle of compassion to embrace all living 
creatures and the whole of nature in its beauty." (Letter 
of 1950, as quoted in "The New York Times" March 
29, 1972. Web.) 
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I consider it appropriate to conclude this chapter by — 
quoting the observation of Christopher Fici: "While the | 
modern age defines the environment as the relationship — 
of and among the living creatures, earth, air and water 
(The Environment Protection Act, 1986), the Vedic 
worldview is far more comprehensive and insightful." — 
He adds, "The Mantra: Om Santi, Om Santi, Om Santi 
is not just about bringing peace within ourselves, 
because peace is understood to exist only in concordance 
with the well-being of the Universe around the 
individual. In the Rg Veda, it is said that the universe 
is pervaded by a sense of Cosmic order or Rta. 
Therefore, the ancient Rsis or seers could realize the 
principle behind the shifting and changing phenomenon 
of nature. On the other hand, our current perception of 
environment is something of an ‘other individual'— 
distinct and separate from our existence. And hence, it 
is not a great surprise that the indiscriminate usage of 
nature goes in accordance with such a distorted and 
disfigured visualization. It is time we take-off the mask 
of separateness and realize our oneness with nature" 
("Environment in Hindu Philosophy", Hinduism and 
Honoring Creation April 16, 2015. Web.). According to 
him, "The presence of hope in the face of climate 
change, in the face of our ecological crisis, is woven 
into the fabric of the Hindu tradition." 


CHAPTER - Il 


Ecological Awareness in the 
Vedas 


Importance of the Vedas 


I believe it is quite appropriate to begin this chapter 
by quoting the words of Sri Aurobindo on the 
importance of the Vedas. After a deep study of the 
Vedas, Sri Auorobindo said: "I seek a light that shall 
be new, yet old, the oldest indeed of all lights... . I 
seek not science, not religion, not Theosophy, but Veda 
. . . (I seek) not a lamp on the way to the forest, but 
a light and a guide to joy and action in the world, the 
truth which is beyond opinion, the knowledge which all 
thought strives after—yasmin vijnate sarvam vijnatam 
(which being known, all is known). . . . I believe the 
future of India and the world to depend on its discovery 
and on its application . . ." (Qtd. in India's Rebirth, p.94). 


Universally acknowledged to be the most precious 
Indian Heritage, the Vedas are the oldest hymns 
composed by ancient Indian seers that reflect the vitality 
of an all-encompassing world-view which looks upon all 
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objects in the Universe, living or non-living, as being 
pervaded by the same spiritual power. The Vedas are 
repositories of all knowledge, the knowledge about the 
whole universe covering all the matters relating to the 
animate and the inanimate. German Philosopher 
Schopenhauer once said about the Vedas and the 
Upanisads: "Access to the Vedas is the greatest privilege 
this century may claim over all previous centuries. In 
the whole world there is no study so beneficial and so 
elevating as that of the Upanishads. They have been the 
solace of my life. They will be the solace of my death. 
Upanishad teaching is the fruit of the highest human 
knowledge and wisdom." 


The Vedic views revolved around the concept of 
nature and life. The Vedic literature enshrined a holistic 
and poetic cosmic vision. It had established the 
principles of environmental ethos centuries ago. 
Environmental science and ecology are considered to be 
disciplines. of modern science under which study of 
environment and its constituents is done with minute 
details. As Science, they are established in 20th century, 
but their origin can be traced back in the Vedic and 
ancient Sanskrit literature. The Vedic Literature is 
replete with India's concern for environment and ecology 
through the ages. 


According to the Vedas, the structure of the world 
is Nature-oriented. The central theme of the Atharva 
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Veda is the fellowship of man and nature. Many verses 
of the Atharva Veda reflect the earnest wish of human 
beings to live in harmony with nature. The existence and 
welfare of the human society depend upon maintaining 
a balance with nature. Our ancient sages and seers 
emphasized the significance of ecological balance for the 
welfare of human beings. 


The Rg Veda is perhaps the oldest literary record 
which reflects man's close relationship with nature. The 
people of the Vedic times showed not only a sense of 
awareness of the environment but lived in harmony with 
the flora and fauna that surrounded them. They had 
become integral part of the ecosystem and the benign 
nature had evoked in them faith in its benevolence. 


Thus, the harmonious existence of all creatures of 
God is the main tenet of the value system reflected in 
the Vedas. The teachings on environmental matters 
contained in the ancient texts have inspired ecological 
activities. The ancient seers and sages observed that 
human existence is part of this vast universe and they 
could visualize the close relationship of man and nature. 


In the Vedas there are several references on 
environmental protection, ecological balance, weather 
cycles, rainfall phenomena and related subjects that 
directly indicate the high level of awareness of the seers 
and people of that time. In the Rg Veda, Mitra, Varuna, 
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Indra, Maruts and Aditya, are seen worshipped be- 
cause they are responsible for maintaining the balance 
in the functioning of all entities of Nature such as heaven 
and earth, mountains, lakes, forests, etc. Seers discovered 
that indiscreet human activities could result in imbal- 
ances in seasons, rainfall patterns, crops and atmosphere. 


People in ancient India were careful to refrain from 
activities that could cause harm to Nature's bounties. It 
was understood that the well-being of Mother Earth 
depended on the preservation and sustenance of the 
environment. It is remarkable that the people in the 
Vedic times regarded Nature and the environment in a 
holistic manner and revered each of its constituents and 
entities by carefully preserving them. 


When the ancient Indian seers prayed for peace at all 
levels in the ‘Santi Mantra’ they side by side expressed 
their belief about the importance of coordination and 
interrelationship among all natural powers and regions. 
The prayer says that not only regions, waters, plants, 
trees, natural energies, but all creatures should live in 
harmony and peace. Peace should remain everywhere. 
The knowledge of the Vedic sciences is meant to save 
the human beings from falling into an utter darkness of 
ignorance. The Essence of the environmental vision in the 
Vedas, as already mentioned, is expressed in the Mantra 
of the I§avasyopanisad: "One should enjoy by renounc- 


nature. Therefore, one should only take one's own share 
_and leave the rest to the world. The Vedic message is clear 
that environment belongs to all living beings, so it needs 
protection by all, for the welfare of all. 


The theme of World Environment Day exhorts 
people to combat climate change for our collective 
survival. The teachings on environmental matters 
contained in the ancient texts have inspired ecological 
activists of the modern times. According to the ancient 
texts, the very process of creation inheres the ecological 
balance. The seers, thinkers and poets through the ages, 
have always stressed the need for a harmonious living 
with the environment. 


Pancabhitas (Five Elements) and their Significance 


The ancient Indians' perception is that "life" is present 
in all living and non-living organisms. They believed the 
whole world to be made up of the basic five elements 
which are earth (prthvi), water (apah), fire (agni), air 
(vayu) and space (akasa). Thus all the creations on the 
earth are made up of these five elements. Not only the 
plants and animals but also human beings are created from 
these essential elements. Man too was assumed to be 
made up of the five basic elements present in nature. And 
hence on the death of a man, his "body" is nothing but 
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these five basic elements dissolving and disintegrating 
back to nature. Most of the ancient scriptures highlight the 
divineness, sacredness, richness, life-nurturing, life pro- 
tecting, and life linking virtues of the pañcabhūtas. 


The following are selected Vedic hymns related to 
Pancabhitas (Five elements) : 


Before presenting the Vedic hymns on Pancabhitas, 
I consider it significant to give a very brief account of 
the Sun that symbolizes the supreme cosmic power. 
Hindu religion believes that the Sun is the source of all 
life. He is the supreme soul who brings light and warmth 
to the world. According to the Vedic texts, the Sun is 
the father of the planetary system. The Sun or Sūrya first 
appears in literature in the RgVeda, the oldest of the 
Vedas. The bringer of the Sun, Sūrya was thought to ride 
His chariot across the sky and defeat the demons of 
darkness. In mythology, the Sun is considered the largest 
object in the sky, and the source of light, heat, and life. 
Thus the Sun symbolizes the supreme cosmic power - 
the life-force that enables all things to thrive and grow. 


The following are selected Vedic hymns on the Sun: 


SAVITA (SUN) 
Sun—the Surveyor of the worlds 


sahasrahnyam viyatavasya paksau 
harerhamsasya patatah svargam\ 
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sa devantsarvanurasyupadadya 
sampasyan yati bhuvanani viswa \\ 
(The Atharva Veda 10.8.18) 


The Sun, the Bird soars in the sky, spreading His 
wings on a thousand - day flight; He gathering all 
the Gods in His bosom, pursues His course 
surveying all the worlds. 


Sun—the Supreme 


yatah surya udetyah 
tam yatra ca gacchati\ 
tadeva manye'ham jyestham 
tadu natyeti kim cana \\ 
(The Atharva Veda 10.8.16) 


That from which the Sun rises, that into which the 
Sun subsides, that I believe to be the Supreme. 
There is nothing whatever that goes beyond. 


Sun shining far and wide 


urdhva yasyamatirbha 
adidyutat savimani\ 
hiranyapanih amimita 
sukratuh krpat svah \\ 
(The Atharva Veda 7.14.2) 


His (Sun's) splendour extends far and wide; His light 
shines brightly in creation. He is golden-handed. 
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Strong in will, He measures the Sun-world by His 
light. 


Sun — Builder of the path of progress 


asau yah pantha adityo 
divi pravacyam krtah\ 
na sa deva atikrame tam martaso na pasyatha 
vittam me asya rodasi \\ (The Rg Veda 1.105.16) 


The Sun in the Heaven shows the (appropriate) path 
of everyone. He, the builder of the path of progress, 
has to be glorified. He cannot be transgressed by — 
you, O Gods. O Mortals, you do not see Him. fe) 
Heaven and Earth, mark the condition of mine. _ 


Sun — Protector of the universe 


apasyam gopam anipadyamanam 
a ca para ca pathibhih carantam\ 
sa sadricih sa visiicih vasana 
a varivarti bhuvanesu antah \\ 
(The Atharva Veda 9.10.11) 


I have beheld (the Sun), the unwearied protector of 
the universe. Travelling along paths, towards and 
away (from worlds), He inhabits in many ways 
which are linked together; He revolves in the midst 
of the regions. 
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Vedic Hymns on Pancabhitas 


1. Prthvi (Earth) 


Hindu religion regards the Earth as Mother. 


Mata bhumih putro'ham prthivyah \ 
(The Atharva Veda -Bhiimi Stkta) 


Earth is my Mother and I am Her son. 


The follower of Hindu Dharma begins his day by 
asking forgiveness from his motherland. 


Samudravasane Devi parvatastanamandale \ 
Visnupatni namastubhyam padasparsam 
kKsamasva me \\ 


(O! Mother Earth), O Devi, You who have the ocean 
as Your garment and mountains as Your bosom, O 
Consort of Lord Visnu, Salutations to you. Please 
forgive my touch of the feet (on Earth which is Your 
whole body). 


Earth — The Extensive Earth 


asambadham madhyato manavanam 
yasya udvatah pravatah samam bahu\ 
nanavirya osadhirya bibharti prthivi 
nah prathatam radhyatam nah \\ 
(The Atharva Veda 12.1.2) 
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Unimpeded in the midst of human beings, the Earth 
with her many heights, slopes and levelled stretches, : 
bears many plants with various powers. May she 
become wide for us (showing) her riches. | 


Earth as the Producer 


yasyah catasrah pradisah prthivya 
yasyamannam krstayah sambabhivuh \ 
ya bibharti bahudha pranat ejad 
sa no bhūmih ghosu api anne dadhatu \\ 
(The Atharva Veda 12.1.4) 


The Earth has four regions of space. Upon her, the - 
food and strivers have risen. She supports in many 
ways the moving and breathing things. May the vast 
one give us the knowledge, and the food. 


Earth is upheld by Dharma 


visvasvam mataram osadhinam 
dhruvam bhimim prthivim dharmana dhrtām \ 
Sivam syonam anu carema visvaha \\ 

(The Atharva Veda IZET) 


O Mother of all growths, this firm and wide Earth 
is upheld by Eternal Law (Dharma). May she be 
beneficent and gracious to us, as we tread on her 
forever. 
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Earth is based on the fundamental Cosmic 
powers 


satyam brhat rtam ugram 
diksa tapo brahma yajnah 
prthivim dharayanti\ 

sa no bhiitasya bhavyasya patni 


urum lokam prthivi nah krnotu\\ 
(The Atharva Veda 12.1.1) 


The Truth, the Vast, Truth-in-movement (rtam), 
Strength (ugram), consecration, tapas, mantra and 
yajna—these uphold the Earth. May she, Queen of 
what has been and will be, make a wide world for 
us. Earth is an organism which is capable of 
directing its own destiny since it is based on 
fundamental cosmic powers such as satyam and 
rtam. Satyam is the truth valid for all space and 
time. Rtam is the projection of this truth in the realm 
of space and time. It is the Truth-in-Action, Truth- 
in-Movement. 


Earth bears the Universal Agni 


viswambhara vasudhani 
pratistha hiranyavaksa jagato niveSani \ 
vaisvanaram bibhrati bhimih agnim 
Indrarsabha dravine no dadhatu \\ 

(The Atharva Veda 12.1.6) 
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She is all-sustaining, treasure-bearing, the support of 
all delightful things and home of all moving life. 
Earth bears Agni, the universal divine will and force. 
May the showerer Indra establish the felicities on us. 


Heaven and Earth 

ile dya vaprthivi purvachittaye agnim 
gharmam surucam yamannistaye \ 
yabhir bhare karam amsaya 


jinvathastabhiru su utibhirasvinagatam \\ 

(The RgVeda 1.112.1) 
To know them first, I worship Heaven and Earth, 
and then worship Agni who is kindled and shining 
ready for the journey; for accepting your share in 
the yajna, O Asvins, come to us with the aid needed 
for helping the singer. 


Earth as a Refuge for man 
syona prthivi, bhavanrksara niveSani \ 
(The RgVeda 1.22.15) 


O Earth, be happy and be a thornless dwelling for 
us. Give us a refuge which is wide. 


2. APAH (WATER) 


Water is considered by Hindus as a powerful 
medium of purification and also as a source of energy. 
Vedic people offered prayer to the deity of water: 
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"The waters in the sky, the waters of rivers, and 
water in the well whose source is the ocean, may all 
these sacred waters protect me" (The Rg Veda 7.49.2). 


The Hindu religion believed that water possessed a 
spiritual cleansing power. Sixteen ceremonies called 
Sodasa Sanskaras are performed from conception to 
cremation in Hinduism. In all these Sanskaras water is 
used as a purifier. At the religious ceremony, even 
sprinkling of holy water is believed to bring purity. 
Water is believed to have healing power. Here are a few 
Vedic hymns which glorify Water and describe its 
importance in the life of man : 


Water as the Auspicious 


apo bhadra ghrtamidapa 
asan agnisomou bibhratyapaittah \ 
tivro raso madhuprcamarangama 


a ma pranena saha varcasa gamet \\ 


(The Atharva Veda 3.13.5) 


The Waters are auspicious. Water is light. The 
Waters bear both Agni and Soma. These Waters, 
intense, full of sap and honeyed, move gladly. May 
they come to me full of prana and lustre. 
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Water as the Source of Happiness 
apo hi stha mayobhuvah 
ta na urje dadhatana\ 


mahe ranaya caksase \\ 
(The Atharva Veda 1.5.1)" 


O waters, you are the source of all happiness. 
Bestow on us the great strength so that we may have 
the vision of the Supreme. 


hiranyavarnah sucayah pavaka 
yasu jatah savita yasvagnih \ 
ya agnim garbham dadhire suvarnah 
ta na Sam syona bhavantu \\ 
(The Atharva Veda 1.33.1) 


Let the Waters be full of peace and happiness for 
us. They (Waters) are golden hued, shining and pure. 
Both Savita and Agni were born in them. They 
(Waters) of beautiful colours bore Agni as embryo. 


Water as flowing continuously 


yasyamapah paricarah samanih 

ahoratre apramadam ksaranti\ 

sa no bhumih bhiridhara payo duham 

atho uksatu varcasa \\ (The Atharva Veda 12.1.9) 


With the waters, common to all, moving on all sides, 
which flow unfailingly, day and night — May she 
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pour on us milk (of knowledge) in many streams, 
rain on us the splendour. 


Water as the Protector 


§am no Devirabhistaye apo bhavantu pitaye 
gam yo abhisravantu nah 
(The Atharva Veda 1.6.1) 


Gracious be Divine Waters which are for our 
protection and drink. May they stream on us 
happiness both at rest and in movement. 


Water as a Purifier 


idam apah pravahata 

yatkim ca duritam mayi\ 
yadvahamabhidudroha 

yad vāśepa utanrtam\\ (The RgVeda 1.23.22) 


O Waters, carry away completely whatever sin is 
in me, or cursing or falsehood by me. 


Water as a Healer 


apah prnita bhesajam 
varutham tanve mama \ 
jyok ca Sūryam drse\\ (The Atharva Veda 1.6.3) 


O Waters, fill the body with the healing powers 
which serve as armour to my body, so that I may 
see the Sun for long. 
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Himavatah pra sravanti 
Sindhau samaha sangamah \ 
apo ha mahyam tad Devih 
dadan hrddyotabhesajam \\ 
(The Atharva Veda 6.24.1) 


The Waters flow from Himavat (or snowy Moun- 
tain). They together join the Sindhus (rivers). May 
these divine Waters give me a medicine for a heart- 
pain. 


yanme aksyoh adidyota 
parsnayoh prapadosca yat\ 
apah tat sarvam niskaran 
bhisajam subhisaktamah \\ 
(The Atharva Veda 6.24.2) 


Whatever pains are there in my eyes, in my heels 
and forefeet, may they be driven away by these 
healing. Waters with superior healing abilities. 


apsvantaram rtam, apsu bhesajam 

apamuta praSastaye \ 

deva bhavata vājinahıı (The RgVeda 1.23.19) 
Nectar is the essence of Waters. The healing powers 


are in the Waters. O God, become full of plenitude 
for praising the Waters. 
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apsu me somo abravid 

antar visvani bhesaja \ 

agnim ca visvas‘ambhuvam 

apasca visva bhesajih\\ (The RgVeda 1.23.20) 


Soma has said to me : All medicines are in the 
Waters. Agni is the bestower of happiness for all. 
Waters are medicines for all. 


3. AGNI (FIRE) 

Vedic people regarded Agni as sacred. They revered 
the Sun and Agni as they realized that without them the 
earth would be uninhabitable. The Hindu people looked 
at fire in its three principal forms as fire on earth i.e., 
prthiviagni; fire in the middle region which was the main 
reason behind the formation of rainfall and all 
atmospheric phenomena; and as heavenly Sun God. 
Agni, regarded as the Purifier, rises and spreads over 
all created worlds. 


The following are selected Vedic hymns glorifying 
and deifying Agni : 
Agni as Supreme Power 


tat te indriyam paramam paracaih 
adharayanta kavayah puredam\ 
ksama idam anyat divya anyat asya 
sami preyate samana iva ketuh 
(The RgVeda 1.103.1) 
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This supreme power from above which is charac- 
teristic of Indra, has been seen by the seers from 
ancient times. (They have seen) the other power 
(Agni) on earth, another (Sun) in heaven. Both 
cohere with each other like a banner in battle. 


Agni as Protector and Purifier 


Agnih pratah savane patvasman 
Vaisvanaro visvakrd visvasambhih \ 
sa nah pavako dravine dadhatu 
ayusmantah sahabhaksah syama \\ 
(The Atharva Veda 6.47.1) 


Let Agni protect us in the Soma offering in the 
morn. He, the Universal Godhead, all-maker, grants 
happiness to all. May he the purifier establish the 
felicities in us; endowed with long life, may we 
rejoice along with him. 


yasyedam pradisi yad virocate 
yajjatam janitavyam ca kevalam\ 
staumyagnim nathito johavimi 
sa no muncatvamhasah \\ 
(The Atharva Veda 4.23.7) 


This (Agni's power) is that which shines in all 
directions. By it, all things are born. I praise Agni, 
the sole-one (kevala); I invoke Agni with surrender. 
May he free us from sins and sorrows. 
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Agni as Protector and Preserver of Yajna 


tvam no agne agnibhih 

brahma yajnam ca vardhaya\ 

tvam no deva datave 

rayim danaya codaya \\ (The Atharva Veda 3.20.5) 


O Agni, with your agni-powers, increase our yajna 
and our mantra. May you impel the Gods to give 
so that we may have the gifts of felicities and riches. 


yaman yaman upayuktam 
vahistham karman karman abhagam\ 
agnimide raksohanam yajnavrdham 
ghrtahutam sa no muncatvamhasah \\ 

(The Atharva Veda 4.23.3) 


You are yoked in journey and journey. Being the 
best carrier you share in act and act. I adore Agni, 
the demon-killer increaser of yajna; to him light is 
an offering. May he free us from sins and sorrows. 


tvam hota manurhito'gne yajiesa sidasi\ 
semam no adhvaram yaja \\ 
(The RgVeda 1.14.11) 


O Agni, the summoner who is established by 
mantra, you abide in our yajna; you conduct our 
yajna. 
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Agni as the Possessor and Protector of Knowledge 


tvam no agne tava deva payubhih | 
maghono raksa tanvasca vandya \ 
trata tokasya tanaye gavam 


asianimesam raksamanastava vrate \\ | 
(The RgVeda 1.31.12) 


O God Agni, fit to be lauded, you wealthy one, 
guard our wealth and our bodies. You are the 
protector of knowledge and its successors, since 
your eternal law is to guard them continuously. 


tvamagne pramatistvam pita asi 
nastvam vayaskrttava jamayo vayam \ 
sam tva rayah Satinah sam sahasrinah 
suviram yanti vratapamadabhya \\ 
(The RgVeda 1.31.10) 


O Agni, You are the possessor of excellent 
knowledge and our protector. Bestower of strength, 
we are your relations. Riches in hundreds and 
thousands reach you, the protector of the divine act, 
who is endowed with auspicious valour, O Unas- 
sailable One! 


Agni as Giver 


yo devo viswa ad yam u kamamahuryam 
dataram pratigrhnatam ahuh \ 
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yo dhirah Sakrah paribhirdabhyah 
tebhyo agnibhyo hutamastvetat \\ 
(The Atharva Veda 3.21.4) 


Let offerings be made to all the Agni-s. Agni is the 
God who eats all, he is known as 'desire' (kama). 
He is called as the giver and also the receiver. He 
is wise, mighty and all-compassing. 


Agni the Auspicious 


agnervayam prathamasya amrtanam 

manamahe caru devasya nama \ 

sa no mahya aditaye 

punardatpitaram ca drseyam mataram ca \\ 
(The RgVeda 1.24.2) 


Agni, the first among the immortals, his auspicious 
name we will utter. He will restore us to the mighty 
Aditi so that I may behold the Father and the 
Mother. 


Agni blazing the Vision of Truth 


agne purva anusaso vibhavaso 

didetha visvadarsatah \ 

asi gramesvavita purohito asi 

yajnesu manusah\\ (The RgVeda 1.44.10) 


O Agni, rich of lustre after many preceding dawns, 
you have blazed the Vision of Truth. O Universal 
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in vision, you are the protector among warring clans. 
Placed in front during the yajnas, you are the friend 


of man. 
Agni as Nourisher 


tvamagne vrsabhah pustivardhana 
udyatasruce bhavasi sravayyah \ 
ya ahutim pari veda vastakrtim 
ekayuh agre visa avivasasi\\ (The RgVeda 1.31.5) 


O Agni, you are the one who showers and nourishes. 
Become praiseworthy to individuals who have 
clarity of thought; illumine the one who repeatedly 
offers with the chant vasat, and (illumine) the others 
too, O Sole Person. 


Agni as adorning the deeds of God 


tvamagne prathamo angirastamah 
kavih devanam pari bhisasi vratam\ 
vibhurvisvasmai bhuvanaya medhiro 
dvimata Sayuh katidha cidayave \\ 
(The RgVeda 1.31.2) 


O Agni, you are the first and the foremost, excellent 
among the Angiras. Seer, you adorn the deeds of the 
Gods in all sides. Manifesting in multiple ways for 
the world, you are wise, as you measure the two 
worlds. In how many ways do you dwell in man ! 
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4. VAYU (AIR) 


Vedic people regarded Vayu or Air as the soul of 
human beings. They also realized curative powers of 
Vayu. The following are a few Vedic hymns describing 
the significance of Vayu : 


Vayu as the Preserver and Protector of Life 


vayoh saviturvidathani manmahe 

yau atmanvadvisatho yau ca raksathah\ 
yau viSwasya paribhū babhivathuh 

tau no muncatamamhasah \\ 


(The Atharva Veda 4.25.1) 


I meditate on Vayu and Savitu based on the 
discoveries of knowledge. He (Vayu) enters and 
guards that which has life (jiva). He has become 
one who encompasses all. May the two deities free 
us from sins and sorrows. 


Vayu as Destroyer of the Demons 


apeto vayo savita ca duskrtam 
apa raksamsi Ssimidam ca sedhatam\ 
sam hyurjaya srjathah sam balena 
tau no muncatamamhasah \\ 
(The Atharva Veda 4.25.4) 


O Vayu and Savita, you drive away the doer of 
wicked deeds. You drive away the demons and 
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shimidas. You establish the power and strength (in 
men). May the two deities free us from sins and 


SOITOWS. 


Vayu as Protector of Intelligence 


d 


indravayu manojuva vipra havanta utaye\ 
sahasraksa dhiyaspati ıı (The RgVeda 1.23.3) : 
Indra and Vayu who are swift as mind are called 
by wise persons for increase. They are endowed 


with wide vision and they protect the intelligence. 


5. AKASA (Sky/Space/Ether) 


Akāśa is the last of Paficabhiitas which is Space 
or Ether. Akaga is believed to be infinite, formless, 
indestructible. It envelops everything and exists in them 
too. Akāśa is said to be the purest and subtlest of all 
elements. In Vedantic Hinduism, Akāśa means the basis 
and essence of all things in the material world. Akasa 
is also described as "the all-pervading space", "the 
medium of sound", "the cosmic womb", etc. Akasa or 
Dyaus, often called Father Sky is considered to be the 
father of Indra (future King of the Gods, and Lord of 
rain), Agni (Fire) and Usas (the Dawn), and is said to 
have caused the subsequent growth of the flora and fauna 
on the earth. Dyaus Pita, literally "Sky Father" is the 
chief father deity of the Vedic pantheon. The noun dyaus 
(when used without the pita 'father') refers to the daylight 
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, and occurs frequently in the Rg Veda, as an entity. 


The sky in Vedic writing was described as rising in three 


tiers, avama, madhyama, and uttama or trtiya. 


Akasa (Dyaus) Hymns 


tanno vato mayobhu vatu bhesajam tanmata 
prthivi tatpita dyouh \ 

tad gravanah somasuto mayobhuvastadasvina 
$rnutam dhisnaya yuvam\\ (The RgVeda 1.89.4) 


May the Wind waft to us that pleasant medicine, 
may Earth our Mother give it and our Father 
Heaven, and the joy-giving stones that press the 
Soma's juice. Asvins, may you, for whom our spirits 
long, hear this. 


madhu naktamutosaso madhumatparthivam rajah \ 
madhu dyourastu nah pita \\ (The RgVeda 1.90.7) 


Sweet be the night and sweet the dawns, sweet the 
terrestrial atmosphere; Sweet be our Father Heaven 
to us. 


dyourme pita janita nabhiratra bandhurme mata 
prthivi mahiyam\ 
uttanayoscamvoryonirantaratra pita 
duhiturgarbhamadhat\\_ (The RgVeda 1.164.33) 


The Sky (Dyaus) is my Father, my begetter : kinship 
is here. This great Earth is my kin and Mother. 
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Between the wide-spread world-halves is the birth- 


place : the Father laid the Daughter's germ within it. 
dyourvah pita prthivi mata somo bhrataditih svasa \ 
adrsta viswadrstastisthatelayata su kam \\ 


(The RgVeda 1.191.6) 


| 


Heaven is your Father, your Mother Earth, Soma 
your Brother, Aditi is your Sister : seeing all, 


unseen, you keep still and dwell happily. 


sa tu no agnirnayatu prajanannacha ratnam 
devabhaktam yad asya\ 
dhiya yad viswe amrta akrnvan dyouspita janita 
satyam uksan \\ 

(The RgVeda 4.1.10) 
Let Agni,—for he knows the way—conduct us to all 
that he enjoys of Godsent riches, what all the 
Immortals have prepared with wisdom, Dyaus, 
Father, Begetter, raining down true blessings. 


suviraste janita manyata dyourindrasya kartā 
svapastamo bhūt \ 
ya i jajāna svaryam suvajram anapacyutam 
sadaso na bhima \\ 

(The RgVeda 4.17.4) 
Thy Father Dyaus esteemed himself a hero : most 
noble was the work of Indra's Maker, He who begot 
the strong bolt's Lord who roars, is immovable like 
earth from her foundation. 
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The Vedic scriptures express the belief of the 
ancient Indian people that Pancabhiitas or the five 
Elements — Earth, Fire, Water, Air and Ether— form the 
basis of everything found in the material creation. When 

these five elements lose their balance, human beings face 
disasters. Both, the individual human body and the larger 
cosmic body, were believed to be made of the five 
elements. Highlighting the importance of Pancabhitas 
in human life, Sadguru, a well-known Indian Yogi, says, 
"Whether this individual physical body becomes a 
stepping stone for your ultimate possibility or a hurdle 
towards that, essentially depends on how you are able 
to deal with these five elements. Sitting here, if you are 
aware of how the water, air, earth and fire in your body 
are functioning, suddenly you live your life with so 
much ease, people start thinking you are superhuman." 
(Courtesy: www.ishafoundation.org). It is believed that 
knowledge of the five elements allows a yogi to 
understand the laws of nature and to use yoga to attain 
greater health, power, knowledge, wisdom and happi- 
ness. This knowledge arises out of deep intuition of how 
the universe operates. 


Temples for Pancabhitas 


It is interesting to note that there are temples 
dedicated to the Pancabhiitas. Wikipedia gives an 
account of these temples which are located in South 
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India, four in Tamil Nadu and one in Andhra Pradesh. - 
The five elements are believed to be enshrined in the 
five lingams of the temples, with each lingam named 
based on the element represented. In Thiruvannamalai 
temple, Lord Siva is said to have manifested Himself 
in the form of a massive column of fire.... A celebration — 
of this manifestation is seen even today in the age-old — 
traditions observed during the festivals of Sivaratri and — 
Kartigai Dipam. The Agni Lingam explains the ethics — 
of life — duty, virtue, self-sacrifice and finally liberation 
by and through ascetic life at the end of Agni kalpa. 
In Tiruvanaikaval temple, Siva represents water element 
where the apu lingam is submerged in water and a 
perennial sub-terrain spring gushes around the lingam. 
In Chidambaram, space is worshipped as Siva (akasa 
lingam) to signify God which is beyond human 
comprehension. Unlike the other temples, this one does 
not contain a physical stone lingam. 


Earth  Prthivi Lingam = Ekambareswarar Temple Kanchipuram 


Water Apu Lingam Jambukeshwarar Temple _ Thiruvanaikaval, 
(Jambu Lingam) near Trichy 
Fire Agni Lingam Arunachaleswara Temple Thiruvannamalai 
(Jyoti Lingam) 
Air Vayu Lingam Kalahasti Temple Kalahasthi, 
Andhra Pradesh 


Space Agaya Lihgam  Thillai Natarajar Temple Chidambaram 
[SOURCE : WIKIPEDIA] 
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According to Sadguru, these temples were created 
for sadhana. He says, "People moved from one temple 
to the other to do sadhana on each of the five elements. 
At one temple, they did sadhana on earth, then, they 
went to the next temple to do sadhana on water, and 
so on. This understanding and mastery is generally 
missing, but the temples still exist." 


Significance of Trees and Plants 


Plants and trees are integral parts of Indian life and 
culture. Owing to their importance in day-to-day human 
life and environmental balance, ancient seers of India 
took utmost care to conserve and preserve plants and 

‘trees. They not only discussed the merits of planting 
trees but developed the concept of worshipping trees and 
plants. While modern man tries to dominate and exploit 
Nature, the ancient Indian society actually worshipped 
it. Since ages, Indian society has been worshipping trees 
and plants as symbolic deities. 


Plants and trees play an important role in the life 
of human beings. They give us the vital factors that make 
life possible on earth, such as food, oxygen, clothing, 
shelter, medicines, etc. They lend beauty to our 
surroundings. They also help to keep the balance in 
atmosphere. They serve mankind selflessly and sacrifice 
themselves without any ulterior motive. 


The Vedic people were aware that all life on earth 
has a common ancestry, and that each creature has a 
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value of its own, plays its role and also has the right 


to live. Our sages believed that trees dedicated their lives 
to the welfare of man and other living beings. It is well- 
said in the Bhavisya Purana : 


chayamanyasya kurvanti swayam tisthanti catape \ 
phalanti ca pararthesu na svarthesu 
mahadrumah \\ (Uttara Parvan, Ch.128, Sl. 15) 


Trees provide shelter to others while themselves 
standing under the Sun. Giving up selfishness, they 
produce fruits for the sake of others. 


The Atharva Veda emphasizes the importance of 
trees and plants which provide atmospheric purity, cure 
a variety of diseases, provide health, rain and water. 


The Vedic people also held trees to be sacred: 


vrksasthah pitaro devah praninam hitakamyaya \ 
vrksanam sevanam srestham sarvamasesu 
sarvada \\ (Skandapurana - VI 252-7-8) 


It is for the welfare of all living beings that the 
Devas and Pitras reside in trees. Worshipping trees 
always, is the noblest of all things. 


This explains the divinity the Hindus attributed to 
trees. The unique importance of trees is described in 
Matsyapurana: 
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dasakiipasama vapi dasavapisamo hradah \ 
daSahradasamah putro daSaputrasamo drumah \\ 


One big well is equal to ten small wells, one lake 
is equal to ten big wells, one son is equal to ten 
lakes, one tree is equal to ten sons. 


Here are a few more Vedic hymns devoted to trees 
and plants which reflect man's concern for them : 


ya osadhih purva jata devebhyastriyugam pura \ 
manai nu babhrinamaham satam dhamani 
sapta ca\\ 

(The RgVeda 10.97.1) 


Herbs that sprang up in time of old, three ages 
earlier than the Gods,—Of these, whose hue is brown 
will I declare the hundred and seven powers. 


ya osadhayah somarajnih bahvih Satavicaksanah \ 
brhaspatiprasitah ta no muncantu amhasah \\ 
(The Atharva Veda 6.96.1) 


The herbs are numerous, with Soma as their king. 
They can be seen (as healers) in a hundred ways. 
They are generated by Brhaspati. Let them free us 
from distress and sin. 


muncantu ma Sapathyat atho varunyat uta \ 
atho yamasya padvisad visvasmad devakilbisat \\ 
(The Atharva Veda 6.96.2) 
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Let these herbs free me from the effects of curses, — 
or that coming from Varuna. Let these herbs free — 
me from the fetters of Yama, from all the offences 
against Gods. 


agnerghaso apam garbho ya rohanti punarnavah \ 
dhruvah sahasranamnih bhesajih santvabhrtah \\ 
(The Atharva Veda 8.7.8) 


These plants are food of fire, embryo of waters. 
Going up, they are firm and renewed, have thousand 
names, when brought here, they (display) their 
healing. 


unmificantih vivaruna ugra ya visadiisanih | 
atho balasanasanih krtyadisanisca yasta iha 
yantvosadhih \\ 

(The Atharva Veda 8.7.10) 


May we get these healing plants which destroy 
poison. They are fierce and heal by their many 
colours. They destroy the mucas and the occult 
effects. 


mumucana osadhayo agnervaisvanaradadhi \ 
bhumim santanvatih ita yasam raja vanaspatih \\ 
(The Atharva Veda 8.7.16) 


May the herbs whose king is Soma free us from 


diseases. Supported by Agni Vaisvanara they spread 
all over the earth. 
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puspavatih prasimatih phaliniraphala uta\ 
sammatara iva duhram asma aristatataye \\ 
(The Atharva Veda 8.7.27) 


(Let the herbs) which are rich in flowers and rich 
in shoots, bearing fruits and without fruits, let them 
milk out their powers to him like mothers, to obtain 
happiness. 


mandra agretvari bhuvanasya gopa vanaspatinam 
grbhih osadhinam\ 
(The Atharva Veda 12.1.57 


The Earth, the protectress joyously sped on, the 
supporter of forest trees and herbal plants. 


yasyam vrksa vanaspatya dhruvah tisthanti visvaha \ 
prthivim vig§vadhayasam dhrtam accha vadamasi \\ 
(The Atharva Veda 12.1.27) 


We invoke the all-supporting Earth, on which trees, 
lords of forests, stand firm forever. 


ya babhravo yasca Sukra rohiniruta prśrayah \ 
asikrih krsna osadhih sarva acchavadamasi\\ 

(The Atharva Veda 8.7.1) 
We address here all the healing herbs. Some of them 


are brown, some bright, some red, some spotted, 
some swarthy, some black. 
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prastrnati stambinirekasungah pratanvatih 

osadhih avadami\ 

amsumatih kandanirya visakha hvayami 

te virudho vaisvadevih ugrah purusajivanih \\ ` 
(The Atharva Veda 8.7.4) 


O man! On your behalf I call the plants belonging 
to the All-gods, fierce and giving life to men. I pray 
to them. They are spreading, bushy, one-spathed, 
extending, rich in shoots, jointed, that have 
spreading branches. 


Treatment of Animals and Birds 


The Vedic seers cared for the welfare of all animals 
and birds which are part of nature and environment. The 
RgVeda classifies them in three groups: sky animals, 
forest animals and animals in human habitation. Every 
living creature found in the universe has an environment 
of its own. But from man's perspective all of them 
belong to his environment. Vedic texts emphasized the 
need for the protection and preservation of animals and 
birds. Vedic people have shown great concern for 
welfare of their cattle, cows, horses, etc. The cow as the 
symbol of wealth and prosperity, occupied a very 
prominent place in the life of the people in Vedic times. 


Here are a few Vedic hymns devoted to animals 
and birds which reflect man's concern for them : 
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pusa ga anvetu nah pisa raksatvarvatah \ 
pusa vajam sanotu nah \\ 

pusannanu pra ga ihi yajamanasya sunvatah \ 
asmakam stuvatamuta \\ 

makirnesanmakim risanmakim sam Sari kevate | 
atharistabhira gahi\\ (The RgVeda 6.54.5-7) 


May Pusan follow our cows, may Piisan keep our 
horses protected, may Plsan gather gear for us. May 
he follow the cows of his Yajmana who pours out 
libations and worships thee; and ours who sing these 
songs of praise. May he let none of the cattle be 
lost, none injured, none sink in a pit and break a 
limb, may he return with them safe and sound. 


gavo bhago gava indro me achan gavah somasya 
prathamasya bhaksah \ 

ima ya gavah sa janasa indra ichamidhrda 
manasa cidindram\\ (The RgVeda 6.28.5) 


To me Cows seem Bhaga, they seem Indra, they 
seem a portion of the first poured Soma. These 
present Cows, they, O You men, are Indra. I long 
for Indra with my heart and spirit. 


yadasvasya kraviso maksikasa yadava swarau 
svadhitau riptamasti \ 

yaddhastayoh samituryannakhesu sarva ta te 
api devesvastu \\ (The RgVeda 1.162.9) 
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What part of the Horse's flesh the fly has eaten, or 
is left sticking to the post or hatchet, Or to the 
slayer's hands and nails adheres—and among the 
Gods, too, may all this be with thee. 


yatte sade mahasa Sikrtasya pasnarya va kasaya 
va tutoda\ 

sruceva ta haviso adhvaresu sarva ta 

te brahmana siidayami\\ (The RgVeda 1.162.17) 


If one, when seated, with excessive urging has with 
his heel or with his whip distressed thee, all these 
thy woes, as with the oblation—ladle at sacrifices, 
with my prayer I banish. 


Í 


aksarajaya kitavam krtayadinavadarsam tretayei 
kalpinam dvaparayadhikalpinamaskandaya 
sabhasthanum mrtyave govyacchamantakaya : 
goghatam ksudhe yo gam vikrntantam bhiksamana 
upatisthati duskrtaya carakacaryam papmane 
sailagam \\ | 
(The Yajur Veda 30.18) 


O God! Drive away a gambler, friend of dice king, 
a person with evil designs for murdering cows, a 
cow killer for gallows, one who for hunger goes 
begging to a man who is cutting up a cow, a leader 
of meat eaters bent on misdeed, the son of depraved 
person, befriending a sinner. 
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ye gramyah pasavo visvariipa viriipah santo 
bahudhaikarupah \ 
vayustanagre pra mumoktu devah prajapatih 
prajaya samraranah \\ 

(The Atharva Veda 2.34.4) 


May the animals of the village, of many forms, 
beautiful, become maniflold with one form. Let the 
God Vayu in front give release to them, since he 
(Vayu) the Lord of progeny, rejoices with the 


progeny. 


tubhyam aranyah pasavo mrga vane hita hamsah 
suparnah Sakuna vayamsi\ 
tava yaksam pasupate apsu antah tubhyam 
ksaranti divya apo vrdhe\\ 

(The Atharva Veda 11.2.24) 


Delightfully placed for you, are the wild beasts of 
the forest, swans, eagles, sakuna, and the birds. O 
Pasupati, your spirit is within the waters. The 
heavenly waters flow to increase you. 


apakritah sahiyasih virudho ya abhistutah \ 
trayantamasmingrame gamasvam purusam pasum \\ 
(The Atharva Veda 8.7.11) 


These powerful plants are praised for their efficacy, 
and are purchased. In our village, may they guard 
our cows, horses, men and animals. 
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namaste jayamanayai jataya uta te namah \ 
balebhyah Saphebhyo rupayaghnye te namah \\ 
(The Atharva Veda 10.10.1) 


I salute Cow on your birth, after you are born. I 
salute cow calf, grown up cows, which are unslayable.. 


In the Vedic texts, we can see animals treated with 
great compassion. This feeling of compassion extends 


not only to animals but also to insects. Even the tiniest ` 


creatures are respected as "having souls of their own". 
The Hindu scriptures urge man to treat animals with 
fairness. Animals played an important role in both the 
religious and economic lives of man. People not only 
domesticated cows, buffaloes and sheep but also 
worshipped them along with Mother Goddess. The 
major thrust of the Vedas being that of harmony, they 
reminded man that he is a part of the entire system, his 
environment. The Vedas taught man never to exploit 
nature but use its resources judiciously. 


Among the four Vedas the Atharva Veda is 
concerned more with the life here than the life in the 
other world. Eminent Sanskrit scholar Prof. K.T. 
Pandurangi, in his paper on "The Thoughts on 
Environment in Atharva Veda", observes that the 
thought and the culture delineated in the Atharva Veda 
are quite distinct from that of the other three Vedas. The 
Atharva Veda deals with the man living in the midst of 
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a rich Nature. The fellowship of the man and the Nature 
is the central theme of the Atharva Veda. It believes in 
‘the promotion of the welfare of the man by the 

promotion of the welfare of the Nature and vice-versa. 

("Environment in the Puranas" — Proceedings of the 

Seminar organized during the Sanskrit Year Celebration 

Ed. K.T. Pandurangi. Bangalore: Dvaitavedantadhyayana 

samSodhapratisthanam, 2000, p.83) 


The Vedic Hymn to the Earth, the 'Prthvi Sūkta' 
in the Atharva Veda, is unquestionably the oldest and 
the most evocative environmental invocation. In it, the 
Vedic seer solemnly declares the enduring filial 
allegiance of humankind to Mother Earth: 'Mata 
Bhūmih Putroham Prthivyah' : 'Earth is my mother, I 
am her son.' Mother Earth is celebrated for all her natural 
bounties and particularly for her gifts of herbs and 
vegetation. Her blessings are sought for prosperity in all 
endeavours and fulfilment of all righteous aspirations. 
A covenant is made that humankind shall secure the 
Earth against all environmental trespass and shall never 
let her be oppressed. A soul-stirring prayer is sung in 
one of the hymns for the preservation and conservation 
of hills, snow-clad mountains, and all brown, black and 
red earth, unhurt, unsmitten, unwounded, unbroken and 
well defended by Indra. (Source: The East is Green - 
ourplanet.com). 
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Thus 'Prthvi Sukta' reveals the emotional attach- 
ment of man to nature around him and the benefits he 
derives from nature. Here we have rich concepts of the 


man and his environment. Prof. K.T. Pandurangi adds ` 


that the Atharva Veda takes a holistic view of the 
environment. Man is conscious that his survival, welfare 
and prosperity depend upon the survival, welfare and 


prosperity of his environment. There are a number of — 


Santi hymns in the Atharva Veda that bring out the fact. 
In the following Santi hymn, man prays for peace : 


May the earth bring us peace. 

May the midspace, the shining region above, the 

flowing waters, the plants, bring us peace. 

May the Sun bring us joy. 

May the four quarters bring us joy. 

May the firmly standing mountains and the rivers 

full of water bring us joy. 

May the shining mornings bring us joy, may the 

rains and the fields bring us joy. 

Om Santi, Santi, Santi, 

The Athara Veda contains 63 verses of the 'Bhumi 
Suktam'--the Hymn to the Earth. They express a 
worldview that highlights the spirituality inherent in 


nature, and emphasise a holistic and harmonious 
relationship between man and nature, and are among the 
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most enlightened thoughts on the environment to be 
found in any religious literature anywhere in the world. 


The Atharva Veda (XII.1.3) gives us a beautiful 
description of the relationship between human beings 
and nature. "The earth, which possesses oceans, rivers, 
and other sources of water and which gives us land to 
produce foodgrains and on which human beings depend 
for their survival—may it grant us all our needs for eating 
and drinking: water, milk, grains and fruit." 


As Nanditha Krishna, a well-known scholar in 
Ancient Indian Culture, writes : "Five thousand years 
ago, the sages of the Atharva Veda said, "The earth's 
attributes are for everybody and no single group or 
nation has special authority over it" (AV XII.1.18). The 
hymn also describes the earth as the mother of all species 
living on it. "Let the whole of humanity speak the 
language of peace and harmony and let all living beings 
live in accord with each other" (A V XII.1.16) (Hinduism 
and Nature, India: Penguin Books, 2017, p.14). 


Many verses of the Atharva Veda reflect the earnest 
wish of human beings to live in harmony with nature. 
The following is the English translation of verses from 
the Atharva Veda Book XII (Bhtimistkta): 


Earth, upon which this moving, breathing life exists; 
May she bestow on us the finest of her harvests! 
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Earth, the all-sustaining, treasure-bearing, resting- 
place; 

Golden-breasted Earth, home of all life, 

Who bears the sacred fire. 

Pleasant be thy hills, O Earth, 

Thy snow-clad mountains and thy forests. 

On this Earth do I stand, 

Unvanquished, unslain, unhurt. 

Set me, O Earth, amidst the nourishing strength 
That emanates from thy body. 

The Earth is my mother, her child am I; 
Infinite space is my father, 

May he fill us with plenty. 

Peaceful, sweet-smelling, gracious Earth. 
Whatever I dig from thee, O Earth, 

May that have quick growth again, 


May we not injure your vitals or your heart. 
Full of sweetness are the plants, 

And full of sweetness these my words. 

And with things that are full of sweetness, 

I prosper in a thousand ways. 


(www.hindu-blog.com/2008/05/atharva-veda-quotes- 
on-nature.html) 


According to the Atharva Veda (12.115), the earth 
was created for the enjoyment of not only human beings, 
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but also for birds, animals and all other creatures. This 
‘reverence of animals and protection of forests allowed 
India to be a land of great faunal and floral diversity. 
The Vedic seers had the awareness about various aspects 
of environment, about cosmic order, and also about the 
importance of co-ordination between all natural powers 
for universal peace and harmony. In the 'Santi Mantra’ 
they pray for peace at all levels: "Peace of sky, peace 
of mid-region, peace of the earth, peace of waters, peace 
of plants, peace of trees, peace of all gods, peace of 
Brahman, peace of the universe!" 


CHAPTER - M 
Conclusion 


Relevance of the Vedic Environmental Ethics Today 


The Environmental Ethics as reflected in the Vedas 
can play a vital role in confronting the environmental 
crisis faced by man today. Man has now realized that 
for ecology to be truly saved and revived, we have to 
reawaken the harmonious relationship of man with 
nature as reflected in religion. Ancient Indian religion 
and philosophy taught man that protection of nature 
around him is the dharmic way of life and hence a 
righteous duty that all human beings are obliged to 
perform. 


The ecological awareness of the Vedic people and 
their vision to live in harmony with Nature as discussed 
in the previous Chapter will be the right way to 
overcome the ecological crisis. The Vedic seers give a 
Wise message to all generations that environment 
belongs to all living beings and so it needs protection 
by all, for the welfare of all. The Vedas impart great 
lessons to man in the matter of protecting the 
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environment, safeguarding the habitation, proper affor- 
estation and keeping the environment pure and free from 
pollution and thus conserving and protecting the natural 
resources for the benefit of the mankind. Dr. Karan 
Singh rightly states that "in our arrogance and ignorance 
we have destroyed the environment of this planet. We 
have polluted the oceans, we have made the air 
-unbreathable, we have desecrated nature and decimated 
wildlife. But the Vedantic seers knew that man was not 
something apart from nature, and, therefore, they 
constantly exhort us that, while we work for own 
salvation, we must also work for the welfare of all 
beings" (Essays in Hinduism, p. 47). The Vedic religion 
provides man with a set of ethical values and rules to 
maintain a healthy relationship with all the creations of 
God of which he is a part. Environmental awareness 
urgently needed by man today will be incomplete if it 
excludes these values and rules. 


India's ancient literature provides a good deal of 
knowledge about each and every aspect of life including 
environment conservation. In Dr. Abdul Kalam's words: 
"Ancient India was a knowledge society that contributed 
a great deal to civilization. We need to recover the status 
and become a knowledge power. Spirituality must be 
integrated with education. We should ignite our dormant 
inner energy and let it guide our lives. The radiance of 
such minds embarked on constructive endeavour will 
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bring peace, prosperity, and bliss to the nation." In his 
article "What Modern Ecology Can Learn From Ancient 
Hinduism", Viva Kermani observes : "The. Vedig 
scholars have not only explained the usefulness of trees 
and plants but also depicted their beauty and charm in 
their writings. It is a fine illustration of their position 
and usefulness in life and their affiliation with humanity. 
It was evident to the ancients that only an earth that is 
filled with trees and forests and hills can harbour and 
nurture the human race. Hence ample evidence can be 
seen in the ancient scriptures pointing out the need for 
protection of environment that helps in maintaining the 
ecological balance which in turn has an overall benefit 
to the society" (April 2017, Web). 


Dr. Nitish Priyadarshi observes that "World-wide 
awareness of the need for protection of the environment 
and prevention of ecological disaster has taken root, very 
slowly, only in the past 50 years or so. Although human 
beings are considered the most intelligent life form on 
earth, they are responsible for most of the damage done 
to planet earth. Better understanding of the environment 
is vital and an indispensable knowledge to share. The 
environmental education had by the ancient Indians from 
their formative years helped in instilling in them awe, 
respect, wonder, gratitude and a sense of belonging and 
awareness of living life in harmonious balance with 
natural surroundings" ("Concept of Environment in 
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Ancient Indian Philosophy", Web. http://www.scribd.com/ 
- doc/36015552/Environmental-Concept-in-Indian- 
Thoughts). 


Vedic system of education gave emphasis to the 
need for a harmonious relationship between man and 
nature which implied non-exploitation of nature. The 
setting of Gurukulas itself - a forest, away from the din 
and bustle of worldly life—was based on the belief in 
the principle of harmony between human beings and 
nature. Kireet Joshi rightly puts it: "The importance of 
environment, of surroundings full of vegetation, flowers 
and fruits, can never be underestimated, and the fact that 
our ancient system of education had underlined this 
important aspect will remain a permanent contribution 
to the higher causes of civilisation" (Philosophy and 
Yoga of Sri Aurobindo and Other Essays, p. 395). As 
Prof. S.R. Bhatt rightly remarks: "The need of the day 
is inculcation of nature-consciousness, care and respect 
of nature and eco-sensibility. Through eco-education let 
our children be taught to develop a healthy relationship 
with nature and balancing of lifestyle in accordance with 
the laws of nature for the establishment of a healthy, 
prosperous and affluent society free from hunger and 
disease, wants and suffering. In our educational system 
let us make a modest beginning at the primary school 
level and return to our old way of living in peace with 
nature" ("Environmentalism and the Vedic System of 
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Education," Vedic Wisdom, Cultural Inheritance and 
Contemporary Life. New Delhi: Sundeep Prakashan, 
2004. p. 87). 


Thus religion is a powerful source of inspiration for 
environmental protection. The most fundamental belief 
about the nature as professed by Religion is to be 
revitalized in order to effectively confront the environ- 
mental problem. But one big question is how to combine 
the rich knowledge of the ancient past as reflected in 
the ancient religious texts with the modern viewpoint of 
contemporary age. It is believed that the environmental/ 
ecological problem can be gradually resolved only when 
the mankind is persuaded to follow the Essence of the 
following Vedic hymn : 


Om, sarve bhavantu sukhinah 

sarve santu niramayah | 

sarve bhadrani pasyantu 

ma kascit duhkha bhagbhavet \\ 

Om Santih, Santih, Santih. 

May all be prosperous and happy 

May all be free from illness 

May all see what is spiritually uplifting 
May no one suffer. 


Om peace, peace, peace. 
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The Vedic Literature gives a clarion call to 
humanity to foster intimate relation between man and 
nature to maintain ecological balance and above all to 
develop a spirit of tolerance and trust, so that a new order 
can usher in for the benefit of the society. It is 
remarkable that the people in the Vedic times regarded 
nature and the environment in a holistic manner and 
revered each of its constituents and entities by carefully 
preserving them. And this is reflected in the following 
Vedic hymn : "Do not harm the environment; do not 
harm the water and the flora; earth is my mother, I am 
her son; may the waters remain fresh, do not harm the 
waters .. . Tranquillity be to the atmosphere, to the earth, 
to the waters, to the crops and vegetation." 


Kofi Annan, former Secretary General of the United 
Nations once urged mankind, "Let us be good stewards 
of the Earth we inherited. All of us have to share the 
Earth's fragile ecosystems and precious resources, and 
each of us has a role to play in preserving them. If we 
are to go on living together on this earth, we must all 
be responsible for it." Sri Dalai Lama too urged in a 
similar line: "It is our collective and individual 
responsibility to protect and nurture the global family, 
to support its weaker members and to preserve and tend 
to the environment in which we live." 


I consider it befitting to conclude this book by 
quoting the assertion of Sri Aurobindo, "The recovery 
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of the perfect truth of the Veda is therefore not merely 
a desideratum for our modern intellectual curiosity, but 
a practical necessity for the future of the human race." 
(Qtd. in India's Rebirth, p.99) 
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“Dr. V. Nithyanantha Bhat, Hon. Director of Sukrtindra Oriental 
Research Institute, has produced a remarkably well-written book with a 
collection of sayings from various Sanskrit texts, and has expounded on 

them to write this important tome on the Ecological Awareness in the 
Vedas and Its Relevance Today. He starts with the ecological problems 
faced by the world today with special reference to Hinduism. Thereafter, 

he goes on to discuss ecological awareness in the Vedas and ends with 


the relevance of Vedic environmental ethics. 


It was to prevent disasters that ancient Indians sanctified nature. 
These traditions live on in our sacred groves, sthalavrksas, nandavanam, 
reverence for animals and so on. The roots of these traditions are found 

in Vedic literature, as delineated by Dr Nithyanantha Bhat. 
If we could remember and respect them, nature will protect the land 
and people forever. This book will contribute to the growing literature 
on the respect for nature in Hindu traditions.” 


---Dr. Nanditha Krishna, 


Historian, Environmentalist and Author, 
President, C.P. Ramaswami Aiyar Foundation, 
Hon. Director, C.P.R. Environmental Education Centre, Chennai. 
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